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Abstract.The principal purpose of this study was to determine the lowinference constituents of literary response. Data were obtained from
166 college undergraduates enrolled in nine introductory literature
courses. A stimulus condition consisting of six dissimilar short stories
and poems was devised. After reading each literary work, subjects
were asked to complete a modified version of the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement's Response
Preference Measure. To determine empirically the constituents of
literary response, subjects' ratings for each item for all six forms of the
Response Preference Measure were jointly subjected to the principalaxis method of common factor analysis. Subsequent to varimax rotation, the following four factors were interpreted and labeled: personal
statement, descriptive response, interpretive response, and evaluative
response.

Most research on literary response can be characterized as looking for
universal patterns of response, specific reader traits, or approaches to literature instruction that are consistently related to students' preferred
ways of responding to literature. In general, these efforts have been only
marginally successful. It is recognized that this lack of success is partially
due to the absence of valid and reliable instrumentsfor assessing response
and to the failure of many investigatorsto attend to the methodological,
statistical, and conceptual difficulties which beset this type of inquiry.
Moreover, the elusive and complex nature of response itself has served as
a legitimate and pragmaticdeterminant to the depth and scope of investigations. These limitations have led to inconsistencies in definition, in the
manner in which response has been measured, and in findings among
researchers. Therefore, little information exists that can function as a
foundation for additional study. To overcome these shortcomings, research which will provide a reliable, valid, measurable, low-inference definition of response is needed. In addition, an ancillaryconcern of such a
program of research must necessarilybe the development and refinement
of instruments and methods for assessing response.
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Recently this research plan was adopted in part by Cooper and
Michalak (1981), who sought to investigate the validity of three
commonly-used measures of literary response that employ the PurvesRippere (1968) system of classifying students' reactions to literary works.
Inconsistenciesin their 76 subjects'expressed styles of response across all
three measures, coupled with a careful examination of each method of
data collection, led Cooper and Michalak(1981) to recommend the retention of essay analysisas "the most valid measure for determining an individual's preferred mode of response"(p. 164). In addition, they called for
the discontinuation of use of the Response Preference Measure and
statements analysisin future studies.
According to Cooper and Michalak, the major limitation of the Response Preference Measure is the unequal distribution of the 20 items
across the four major categories of response. The actual breakdown of
these questions by category follows: engagement-involvement,three questions; perception, eight questions; interpretation, six questions; and
evaluation, three questions. Because the respondent is instructed to select
the five most important questions as they relate to a particular literary
work or literature in general, the probabilityof selecting items related to
the categories of perception and interpretation is much greater than that
of selecting engagement-involvementor evaluation questions.
Cooper and Michalakreadily admit that their investigationis not without its own problems. Subjects were asked to respond to the Response
Preference Measure as it related to any short story, whereas the compositions which were analyzed through the use of essay and statements analysis were written in relation to specific stories. Nevertheless, their concerns
regarding the Response Preference Measure in its present form are justifiable, particularly if a researcher attempts to present the results of a
study in terms of the four major categories of engagement-involvement,
perception, interpretation,and evaluation.
Although serious, the problem inherent in the format of the Response
Preference Measure can be remedied by revising the instrument through
the use of the Likert scaling technique. Instead of selecting five items,
subjectscould be instructed to decide on the value of each of the 20 items
as they relate to specific literary works. In this way, the Likert scaling
technique eliminates the problem associatedwith the unequal distribution
of items across the four categories of response. It has still another advantage. Specifically, it makes the factor analysis of data possible, thereby
permitting researchersto report the results of their investigationsin terms
of categories or factors which have been determined empirically rather
than relying on groupings which are at best arbitrary.
This second advantage is criticalsince there presently exists no body of
research to support the contention that the 20 subcategoriesto which the
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items on the Response Preference Measure are keyed are indeed subsets
of the major categories of engagement-involvement,perception, interpretation, and evaluation. In fact, a review of the literature in this field reveals that researchers have consistently chosen to ignore the warnings in
the Purves (1973) study and they have cast aside the cautions of Purves
and Rippere (1968) that their system of categorization is arbitrary.The
total lack of empiricalevidence regarding the factorialcompositionsof the
major categories of response makes them an unsatisfactory prototype
upon which to base studies of literaryresponse. In short, the lack of careful assessmentof the nature of these categories has greatly attenuated the
results of previous investigations and the blind acceptance of the
categories on the part of many researchers has served to discourage the
development and promulgation of an empirically based, low-inference
operational definition of response. Therefore, the major purpose of this
exploratory investigationwas to verify or identify a valid operational definition of literaryresponse by determining its constituents through the use
of a refined version of the Response Preference Measure.

Method
Sample
The sample for this study consisted of 166 (male = 82, female = 84)
undergraduate students enrolled in introductory literature courses offered by the Department of English, an academic faculty housed within
the College of Arts and Sciences at The Ohio State University's main
campus in Columbus, Ohio. Since the findings of previous investigations
indicate that there are developmental constraints on literary response
(Applebee, 1978, p. 132), undergraduate college students were sampled
to enhance the potential for obtaining the maximum range of literary
response.
A letter detailing the objectivesand procedures of this investigationwas
sent to all faculty members assigned to teach introductory literature
courses during the Spring, Summer and Autumn quarters of 1981. Enclosed with the letter was a copy of the prospectus for this study and a
response sheet on which the faculty members were instructed to indicate
whether they were willing to have their classes participatein this investigation. Of the 38 faculty members contacted in this manner, 28 replied; but
only nine of the instructors indicated a willingness to have their classes
participate. Students enrolled in these nine classes were approached as
potential subjects. Of the 208 students who indicated their willingness to
participate in this study, only 166 students submitted a complete set of
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usable instruments. Approximately 10% of the students were freshmen,
39% were sophomores, 24% were juniors, 23% were seniors, and the remaining 4% were students enrolled in the continuing education program.
In addition to including different grade levels, the classes represent
several different courses offered by the Department of English: approximately 8% of the students were enrolled in a poetry course, 52% in a
fiction course, 31% in a science fiction course, and 8% in an American
literature course. Because a considerable amount of time was needed to
complete the six Response Preference Measuresused in this study, six of
the instructors offered their students extra credit as an inducement for
participation. The sample, therefore, may be characterized as voluntary
or self-elected. Because the subjects in this investigationdo not constitute
a random sample, the results are not generalizable.
Instrumentation
To accomplish this study's purpose, a stimulus condition consisting of the
following three poems and three short stories was devised: e.e. cummings'
"in Just- ," Robert Frost's "'Out, Out- '," Edwin Arlington Robinson's
"Richard Cory," Shirley Jackson's "After You, My Dear Alphonse,"
Dorothy Parker's"But the One on the Right,"and John Updike's "How to
Love America and Leave it at the Same Time." These literaryworks were
selected for their diversity in structure, form, and content. An additional
criterion for selection was length. All are short enough that they can be
read in one sitting. This was deemed necessary because of the possible
extraneous effects which might influence responses to the Response Preference Measures should the reader not be able to complete each story/
poem without interruption.
After reading each literary work, subjects were asked to complete the
form of the Response Preference Measure (RPM) associated with the
poem or short story they had just completed. The 20-item RPM has been
used and extensively described in two previous investigations (Purves,
1973; 1981). While the items on the instrument were unaltered, the format of the measure was revised to create a Likert-typescale. That is, each
student was asked to rate the value of each of the twenty items as they
related to the six literaryworks ( 1 = This question is very importantto my
understanding of the story/poem, 5 = This question is very unimportant
to my understanding of the story/poem).
To control for the possible effects of item placement, the 20 items on
the RPMwere randomly assigned positions within each form of the inventory. When assembling the packets of the RPMs, the six parallel forms of
the inventory, along with their respective literary works, were randomly
distributed within packages to control for potential extraneous effects
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which might be attributed to the order in which the subjects read the
literaryworks.
Prior to administrationof the RPMs, the measures were piloted with a
group of 14 undergraduates enrolled in an introductory level English
course. Results of this pilot study indicated a need for the addition of an
"undecided"category to balance the range of choices on the Likert scale.
The results also suggested that the literaryworks were unfamiliarto most
students, since only two individuals reported having previously read any
of the materials. In both of these instances, "RichardCory" was cited as
the familiarwork.
Procedures
One of the researchers met twice with students in each of the nine participatingclasses. The purpose of the initial visit was to explain the nature
of the investigationto students and to encourage their participationin the
study. Volunteers were then asked to sign a consent form and the researchers reviewed the instructions accompanying the RPM packet. Subjects were told that they would be required to complete these measures
independently. One week after the first visit, the researcher again met
with each class for the purpose of collecting the completed RPMs.
Analysis
To determine the intermediate dimensions of literary response,
principal-axisfactor analysisrotated to a varimax solution was performed
on response preference data.
Results
To determine empirically the constituent dimensions or factors represented by the twenty items on the RPM, participants'ratings for each item
on all six forms of the inventory werejointlysubjectedto the principal-axis
method of common factor analysis by means of the SAS computer procedure Factor(Sarle, 1979). To be sure to account for all meaningful factors
in this data set, the 120-item correlation matrix was initially "overfactored" using squared multiple correlations as first estimates of the effective communalities. A 90 factor solution was thereby obtained and examined for the purpose of identifying the number of salient common factors
to be retained for rotation. The criteria employed for determining the
number of factors to be retained were (1) an examination of the eigenvalue magnitudes, (2) the application of Cattell'sscreetest (1966, p. 206),
and (3) a careful examination of the size of loadings on the principal-axis
factor matrix. Collectively,the results of these efforts suggested that four

Research in the Teaching of English

236

salient factors accounted for most of the common variance in the RPM
data.
To achieve greater precision, the 120-item correlation matrix was refactored with the specification that the number of factors in the model be
limited to four. These four factors were then subjected to an oblique
promax rotation and an orthogonal varimax rotation. Examinationof the
resulting intercorrelation matrix revealed that factor correlations were
low (r's < 0.19), suggesting the appropriatenessof assessing the results of
the varimax rotation for the purpose of obtaining a meaningful factor
structure. Table 1 displays the specific items that had a |0.300| or higher
loading on each of the four response factors as they relate to the six literary works used in this study.

Table 1
Summary of Resultant Factorsfor Response Preference Inventory Data
Factor I: Personal Statement
Factor Loadings
Item
#

Item

1 Are any of the people in the
story/poem like people I
know?
2 How can the way people behave in the story/poem be
explained?
3 Does the story/poem succeed
in getting me involved in the
situation?
4 What does the story/poem
tell me about people I know?
5 What emotions does the
story/poem arouse in me?
6 Does the story/poem tell me
about people or ideas in general?

RobJack- Park- Up- Cumer
dike mings Frost inson
son
0.574 0.534 0.545 0.433 0.505 0.515
0.376

-

-

0.341

-

-

-

0.326 0.405

0.324 0.454 0.365

0.560 0.581 0.638 0.419 0.438 0.617
0.518

-

0.385 0.335 0.555 0.571

0.548 0.450 0.398 0.379 0.385 0.484

Identifyingand Validating the Constituentsof LiteraryResponse

237

Factor II: Descriptive Response

FactorLoadings
Item
#

RobJack- Park- Up- Cumer
son
dike mings Frost inson
0.439 0.386 0.434
7 What type of story/poem is
this? Is it like any other
story/poem I know?
8 How is the story/poem struc- 0.548 0.514 0.460 0.458 0.559 0.505
tured? How is it organized?
9 How is the form, language or 0.570 0.527 0.501 0.352 0.544 0.528
structure of the story/poem
related to what the work is
about?
10 What kinds of literary de- 0.507 0.558 0.480 0.343 0.549 0.497
vices are used in the poem/
story?
0.314 0.378 0.321
11 When was the work written? 0.323 0.306 What is the historical background of the work and its
author?
0.527 0.467
12 Has the author used words 0.318 0.374 0.402 or phrases differently from
the way people usuallywrite?
Item

Factor III: Evaluative Response
Factor Loadings
Item
#

Item

RobJack- Park- Up- Cumer
dike mings Frost inson
son

13 Is the story/poem well writ- 0.618 0.537 0.478 0.473 0.549 0.584
ten?
0.358 0.373 0.444
14 Is the story/poem about im- 0.365 portant things? Is it a trivial
or a serious work?
15 Is this a proper subject for a 0.583 0.629 0.618 0.696 0.637 0.651
poem/story?

238

Researchin the Teaching of English

Factor IV: Interpretive Response
Factor Loadings
Item
#

RobJack- Park- Up- Cumer
dike mings Frost inson
son
16 What happens in the story/ 0.369 0.310 0.380 0.500 poem?
17 Is there a lesson to be
0.399 0.436 0.656 learned from the poem/
story?
18 Is there any one part of the 0.550 0.556 0.457 0.534 0.524 0.458
story/poem that explains the
whole work?
19 Is there anything in the
0.475 0.325 0.464 story/poem that has a hidden
meaning?
20 What is the author'sopinion,
0.495 or attitude toward, the people in the story/poem?
Item

Subsequentto varimaxrotation,the four factorswere interpretedand labeledas follows:
Factor I: PersonalStatement- Responsesdirected at expressing one's feelings about the
work in terms of one's relationto it.
FactorII: DescriptiveResponse- Responsesaimed at describingparticularaspectsof the
work- language, structure,literaryform, etc.
Factor III: EvaluativeResponse- Responses aimed at assessing the construction,meaningfulness, or appropriatenessof the work.
Factor IV: Interpretive Response- Responses directed at discovering the meaning of
parts of the work or the whole work in general.

Cronbach alpha reliabilitycoefficients for each of these factors were then
computed by means of the SPSS subprogramReliability(Specht & Bubolz,
1981). These coefficients, based on those variableswith a |0.300| or higher
loading on each of the four response factors follow: (1) Personal Statement, 0.90; (2) Descriptive Response, 0.89; (3) EvaluativeResponse, 0.87;
and (4) Interpretive Response, 0.86.
Discussion
The results of this investigationindicated that literaryresponse consists of
four relatively independent factors moderately similar to those identified
by Purves and Rippere (1968). Greater credibility, therefore, can be afforded the contention that reader response, at least as evidenced by the
reactions of college undergraduates, is a distinguishable and potentially
operational construct at the low-inference level. With respect to the low-
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inference dimensions of response, the refined instrumentation used
herein produced a clearer picture of the major categories of response as
represented by items on the Response Preference Measure. Again, it was
observed that literary response was a multidimensional construct consisting of the following four factors: personal statement, descriptive response, interpretive response, and evaluative response. Additionally, it is
interesting to note that subjects' responses across all works with respect to
these four factors revealed a preference for the categories of personal
statement and interpretation. Following is a list of the five items judged to
be of most value by the participants in this investigation along with the
percentage of students who indicated that these questions were very important or important to their understanding of the six literary works.
1. What happens in the story/ poem? Interpretive Response - Content
(76.5%)
2. Is there anything in the story/poem that has a hidden meaning? Interpretive Response - Theme (70.0%)
3. What emotions does the story/poem arouse in me? Personal
Statement - Affective Involvement (68.4%)
4. Does the story/poem tell me about people or ideas in general? Personal Statement - Typological (68.4%)
5. How can the way people behave in the story/poem be explained?
Personal Statement - Character Behavior (66.5%)
The findings of this study also revealed some differences in the classifications of the 20 items on the Response Preference Measure when compared to Purves' (1973) categorization of these questions. More specifically, seven of the items did not factor out into the four categories of
response as anticipated. For clarity and convenience, these seven questions along with their classifications as defined by Purves (1973) and as
identified in this investigation are presented in Table 2. These observed
discrepancies in the categorization of items on the Response Preference
Measure might, in part, account for the differences in response styles
which Cooper and Michalak (1981) reported among their subjects. In addition, they might also be responsible for the lack of within-category consistency noted by the International Association for the Evaluation of Educational Achievement (Purves, 1973).
Despite the relative success of this investigation to determine empirically a valid operational definition of literary response by identifying its
constituents, further study of the structure of response is justified. Due to
the nature of the methodology employed, the investigators remain reluctant to advance the claim that a comprehensive mapping of the literary
response construct has been achieved. There is, for example, an inherent
limitation associated with all forms of inferentially grounded inquiry,
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Table 2
Item
#

Item

2 How can the way people behave in the story/poem be explained?

Classification

Personal
StatementCharacter
Behavior
3 Does the story/poem succeed Personal
in getting me involved in the StatementSelf-Involvement
situation?
4 What does the story/poem tell Personal
me about people I know?
StatementMimetic
6 Does the story/poem tell me Personal
about people or ideas in gen- Statementeral?
Typological
15 Is this a proper subject for a Evaluative
Responsepoem/story?
Subject
Appropriateness
16 What happens in the story/ Interpretive
poem?
ResponseContent
20 What is the author's opinion, Interpretive
or attitude toward, the people Responsein the story/poem?
Author's Tone,
Attitude, and
Mood

Purves'Classification
Interpretation
Content

of

Affective Evaluation
Mimetic Interpretation
Typological
terpretation

In-

Engagement with
Work in General
Perception of Content
Perception of Tone,
Attitude, and Mood

namely the possibilitythat the inquiry has failed to identify all significant
elements. Thus, in the present context, the existence of some additional
response behaviors that have gone undetected must be conceded. It
should also be noted that this research has concentrated exclusivelyon the
reactions of college undergraduatesto six literaryworks. No attention has
been afforded the responses that are characteristicof elementary and secondary school students. Further research using younger students and
other literary selections will, no doubt, result in additional insights concerning the nature of reader response.
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